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Abstract
A livelihoods approach positions individuals, situated within households, as active agents
within processes occurring at various scales. Environmental conservation efforts
represent one such process with direct implications for local sustainable livelihoods and
the gendered nature of livelihood strategies. In this article, I examine collective processes
of socio-environmental identity construction as gendered sustainable livelihood
strategies, articulated in and through the activities of women’s agricultural organizations
in communities bordering the Calakmul Biosphere Reserve in rural southern Mexico. I
present group histories and visual evidence from group activities – adapted from
participatory rural appraisal methodology – to highlight two important concepts. These
are: (1) that gendered livelihood strategies are outcomes of negotiations within
households and communities, in response to specific gendered opportunities and
constraints; and (2) that gendered livelihood strategies consist of linked material and
ideological aspects.
Key words: livelihood strategies; conservation; identity politics; women’s CBOs;
Mexico

Women and men adopt strategies in the pursuit of viable livelihoods in response to changing
opportunities and constraints in specific places. These opportunities and constraints reflect
processes occurring at various scales – from the household to the community, the state, and well
beyond. I present a case study of one livelihood strategy of a number of women, to redefine (or
reposition) themselves collectively as farmers as a means to legitimize participation in
conservation projects. These women’s farmer identities stand in contrast to a locally-dominant
household position as housewife and/or agricultural helper to a male farmer. The collective
repositioning as farmers on the part of these women occurred in the context of biodiversity
conservation efforts in southern Mexico in the late 1990s to early 2000s, with an impact on the
women’s access to and control over land and conservation project resources. By considering the
social constructions of people’s relations to their environments (in this case through
agriculturally-based labor and livelihoods) as the socio-environmental identities of farming, and
linking these identities to resource outcomes, it becomes clear that the disruption of dominant
identities can be an important gendered livelihood strategy.
In rural farming villages surrounding the Calakmul Biosphere Reserve, many women
participated in community-based organizations (CBOs) of various kinds during this time period.
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These women collectively sought out access to resources through participation in projects funded
by both governmental and non-governmental organizations. Many CBOs functioned primarily to
funnel additional resources (such as project funds and materials) into households, and many were
less than successful in the minds of women participants and their husbands. Occasionally, these
CBOs have been more than vehicles to access material resources for households – they also have
embodied strategies to locally reposition women as farmers. For women members of these
particular CBOs, gendered socio-environmental identities of farming were remade dialectically
within the projects: Success in acquiring project resources led to reconfigurations of identities
and even greater success.
Since 2002, I have been working in the ejidos of a semi-subsistence agricultural zone
surrounding Mexico’s Calakmul Biosphere Reserve. Ejidos are collective land units and
associated villages, established under twentieth-century Mexican agricultural reform law. The
Calakmul Biosphere Reserve was established in 1989 to protect 723,185 hectares of semideciduous (wet/dry) tropical forest. The park’s establishment initiated a period of considerable
project-based outreach, on the part of national and international conservationist interests, to the
rural communities located next to and within park borders. Conservationists identified existing
peasant farming practices and growing human populations as threats to park sustainability. Funds
flowing from outside the region, constituting new material resources and configuring new social
networks, were funneled to farmers in an effort to alter farming practices and to manage or reconfigure the human-environment relationship.
Non-governmental organizations, such as Pronatura Peninsula Yucatán and Bosque
Modelo, and governmental bodies such as the Secretariat of the Environment and the Calakmul
Biosphere Reserve office, worked to diversify households’ production strategies under strict
terms of environmentally acceptable outcomes. Certain livelihood-oriented land-use activities
were seen as unacceptable (e.g. cattle ranching); while others were defined as desirable (e.g.
diversified agroforestry). In addition, in response to national and international gender equity
goals, the conservation organizations attempted to incorporate women, either within a focus on
handicrafts production as a means to diversify household livelihoods away from agriculture and
other land-based activities threatening forests, or within existing farmer-oriented projects
encouraging alternative farming practices and land uses.
For certain women and their families, participation through a women’s CBO in farmeroriented conservation projects became one component of a larger bundle of livelihood activities
around farming. The need to supplement agricultural production for household consumption and
market sale with other forms of cash income, or to subsidize that production with inputs provided
by NGO- or government-sponsored projects, increased throughout rural Mexico beginning in the
1980s when state agrarian policy experienced neoliberal reform. By the latter 1990s (following
the 1994 North American Free Trade Agreement), neoliberal policies permeated the countryside.
Price supports for basic crops were eliminated, and inputs were no longer subsidized in the
marketplace. Rural smallholders in Calakmul found themselves increasingly dependent on both
conservation and development project funds (Klepeis and Roy Chowdhury 2004), as well as on
state cash transfer programs such as Procampo, which aimed to cushion the neoliberal blow
(Schmook and Vance 2009), and Oportunidades, a conditional transfer program for poverty
alleviation (Winters and Davis 2009). One outcome has been the diversification of smallholder
livelihood strategies (de Janvry and Sadoulet 2001), often with an increased incorporation of
labor out-migration (Gravel 2007; Radel and Schmook 2008).
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Although gender-related goals of international donors and of certain interests within the
state provided pressure to include some women as direct beneficiaries of projects, most
conservation and development projects targeted men as farmers. In Calakmul, women as a social
category are positioned as housewives (“me dedico al hogar” – I dedicate myself to the home),
and men as farmers, as has been documented in Mexico more widely (Zapata 1996). As farmers,
men in Calakmul control land-use decision making and land (Radel 2005) and receive most of
the conservation project resources directed at farmers. The women who have been most
successful in accessing project resources are those claiming farmer identities. Employing the
theoretical frameworks of gendered livelihoods and feminist political ecology and a qualitative
research method adapted from participatory rural appraisal, I seek to understand this aspect of
women’s changing livelihood strategies in the region during the conservation project period of
the late 1990s and early 2000s. Drawing on the literature, I highlight both the conceptual
intersection of gender with livelihood production strategies and asset-based approaches to
poverty reduction and the intersection of gendered environmental resource access and control
with socio-environmental identity. I then present the comparative histories of four women’s
CBOs along with drawings by CBO members. Through these histories and drawings, I explore
the relationship between women’s collective livelihood strategies and a politics of gendered
socio-environmental identities. In concert, I discuss these women’s access to land and
conservation project resources.

Livelihoods as gendered
Our livelihoods, or how we make a living, are central to who we are, where we fit into our
society and into increasingly-global economic systems, and our material wellbeing. Through our
livelihoods we engage and interact both with other people and with our environments. Chambers
and Conway (1991) laid out a conceptual framework for sustainable livelihoods as a combination
of (1) people, including their abilities; (2) people’s activities, or what they do (and we might also
say their practices); and (3) people’s assets, or what they have (both tangible stores and resources
and intangible claims and access). People, their activities, and their assets combine to form a
living, which we tend to think of in material terms, producing food, shelter, and other
consumption goods. The sustainability of the produced livelihood has both environmental and
social aspects, and depends on an ability to “…cope with and recover from stress and shocks,
maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets, and provide sustainable livelihood opportunities
for the next generation” (Chambers and Conway 1991, 6). More importantly in the context of
this case study, sustainability is increasingly constructed in terms of social justice as well as
environmental resilience (Fleming 2009), which necessitates an examination of gender-based
inequalities. However, recent application to poverty alleviation and community development has
largely adopted a capital assets approach to livelihoods. Although different configurations and
categories of capital have been posited as important to livelihoods, a list might include human,
natural, produced/physical, social, political and financial (Rakodi 1999). The result has been an
increasing focus on people’s assets and a decreasing focus on people’s practices. The benefit of
an assets-based approach for questions of poverty alleviation is that it starts from what the poor
have instead of what they lack. However, as a consequence, gender as a practice within the
context of livelihood production has been relatively obscured.
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As
A a basic cattegory of soccial differen
ntiation, whe re does gendder fit into thhese asset-baased
frameworks? Clearly
y, gender con
nditions diffeerences in sttores of and access to diffferent typess of
capital (F
Flora 2001). For examplee, if we exam
mine an indiividual’s hum
man capital, we might seee
significan
nt differencees in achieveed formal ed
ducation and in access to health care based upon
gender sttatus. Adaptiing a diagram
m of the com
mponents andd flows in a livelihood (Chambers aand
Conway 1991), it is useful
u
to con
nceive of theese elements as being em
mbedded withhin a larger
social strructure. In co
onceptualizin
ng the gendeered nature oof livelihoodds, this larger social struccture
specificaally includes a dominant gender ideology1 (Figurre 1). We cann then conceeptualize thee
dominantt gender ideo
ology as imp
pacting the size
s and/or qquality of thee componentt circles, aspects
of which are well stu
udied. For ex
xample, conssiderable research exists on women’s differentiaal
access to
o and controll over naturaal capital succh as land (R
Razavi 2003)), including iin Latin America
(Deere an
nd Leon 200
03). Numerous other sch
holars have loooked at how
w women’s sstores of andd
access to
o social capittal might be different fro
om men’s, inn degree or tyype (Godquiin and
Quisumb
bing 2008; Molyneux
M
2002; Silvey and
a Elmhirst 2003).

Figure 1. One conceptual approaach to gendeered livelihooods, as adapted from Chhambers and
Conway (1991).

Although
A
verry important,, a focus on assets
a
tends to overshaddow and obsccure the activvities
or practicces that peop
ple, including women in collectives, carry out. M
Many of thesse activities hhave
a significcant ideologiical component, and thiss is a very im
mportant partt of understaanding
livelihoods as genderred. Oberhau
user, Mandel and Hapkee (2004: 206)) state: “…liivelihood
strategiess involve traansformativee struggles th
hrough whichh women woork to empow
wer themsellves
by reshap
ping their ideentities, livees, and relatio
onships withhin househollds and comm
munities,” aand
call for more
m
empiriccal work on these
t
practicces. Others aalso have ideentified the nneed for a
livelihoods perspective to includee people’s sttruggles oveer identity (Jaackson and C
Chattopadhyyay
2000). In
n the case stu
udy I presentt here, I partticularly highhlight how ddaily practicees of the wom
men
in questio
on, through their
t
collectiive activitiess, constitute a critical coomponent off livelihood
productio
on. Although
h I do not deetail daily acttivities per sse, the historries of the CB
BOs are
constituteed by the meembers’ dailly and ordinaary activitiess in the conteext of the grroup. We cann see
these praactices, altho
ough linked to
t asset-build
ding goals, aas essentiallyy ideological in nature.
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Feminist political ecology, gendered resource access and control, and the politics of socioenvironmental identity
I use the idea of socio-environmental identities to refer to the social constructions of people’s
relations to their environments through their labor, their livelihoods, and/or their environmental
ethics, in a specific socio-political context of environmental resource rights.2 By characterizing,
socio-environmental identities as gendered, I am stressing the interaction between the social
construction of people’s relations to their environments and the social construction of gender.
Likewise, socio-environmental identities are sexualized (Sandilands 2005) and racialized
(Sundberg 2004).
Feminist political ecology (FPE) (Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter, and Wangari 1996)
developed in the 1990s as one of several alternative theoretical approaches to understanding
human-environment relations as gendered. As a response to certain strands of eco-feminism, FPE
filled a need to theorize the role of gender without essentializing the relation between women
and environments (Leach 2007). FPE approaches human-environment relations as encompassing
a myriad of material and ideological relationships, including socio-environmental identity as
defined above. From its inception, FPE has drawn upon empirical field research in gender and
the environment and a constructivist feminist theory of gender identity and science. As an
approach, it grounds an understanding of women’s relation to the environment in the material,
historical, socio-cultural and political realities of specific places. Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter,
and Wangari (1996), in the first and only comprehensive articulation of the FPE framework,
outlined three analytical themes: (1) gendered knowledge, (2) gendered environmental rights and
responsibilities, and (3) gendered environmental politics and grassroots activism. Since then,
FPE has continued within geography as a relatively open theoretical framework (much as
political ecology has) embracing most human-environment scholarship which treats gender as an
important variable of analysis. As a body of theory, FPE to date remains under-specified,
perhaps purposely so.
The strategic deployment of identity in relation to asset access and control has been
examined by a number of political ecologists, including but not confined to those employing an
FPE framework. These scholars have examined how identity is mobilized to assert resource
claims, including land claims (Mollet 2006; Perreault 2001; Pulido 1996) and claims to
development or conservation project resources (Sundberg 2004). Much of the research has
centered around indigenous environmental identities. Sundberg developed the concept of
identities-in-the-making and examined how simultaneously gendered and racialized
environmental identities are both produced and enacted through conservation projects in
Guatemala (2004). Actor agency has been central in this scholarship. Women’s agency in
redefining gendered identities in relation to environments was recognized as important within
Rocheleau and colleagues’ FPE framework (1996, 15), and a conceptual understanding of
strategic identity deployment as variously principled, contingent, and/or instrumental rejects a
dichotomy of socio-environmental identity as either authentically essential or deceitfully
strategic (Rocheleau and Radel 1999).
Another important analytical thread within FPE and political ecology more broadly has
been the examination of how resource rights are negotiated between men and women both within
households and villages. Much of this research has focused on resources key to livelihoods
5
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production such as land and trees (Carney 1993; Rocheleau and Edmunds 1997; Schroeder
1999). Bassett (2002), in his work on cash cropping in the Ivory Coast, for example, points to
how women not only negotiate within the household in order to farm their own cotton, but need
to negotiate access to productive inputs at the village scale as well. Through this empirical
research, these researchers have documented the ways that conservation and agricultural
development policies and projects can play a role in these negotiations. This article’s case study
adds to the evidence of the role that conservation and conservation actors play in both
community and intra-household gender relations. Although in this article I do not emphasize the
relations within households, focusing instead primarily at the community level, a diversity of
household relations position the CBO member women differentially within CBOs (and also
position some women completely outside of the CBOs, as some husbands forbid wives’
participation).
In examining the connection between gender relations and environmental relations, there
has been growing emphasis in FPE on mutual construction, with a particular stress on the
importance of the ideological, including identity, in concert with the material, in the creation of
gendered environmental relations (Gururani 2002; Nightingale 2006; Rocheleau et al. 2001).
Attention to the ideological in concert with the material has emphasized men’s and women’s
agency in identity construction and its material consequences. Clear parallels on the intersection
of gender identity and material resources for farming can be found in the Global North. For
example, research has exposed the highly gendered nature of farming in countries such as
Australia (Liepins 2000) and the United States (Sachs 1983; Trauger 2004). My analysis of the
case study described here has been informed by this research and aims to specifically explore the
role of collective agency (in this case, on the part of certain women’s groups) to challenge a
dominant ideology of gendered environmental relations (“only men are farmers”). I explore the
activities of women’s CBOs as livelihood strategies, with material goals, and – in some cases – a
dialectical relation to member women’s socio-environmental identities in the context of the
group.

The Calakmul case study
In 2002, I visited 41 rural communities surrounding the Calakmul Biosphere Reserve, meeting
with residents and community leaders. These communities (all but three of which are ejidos)
flank the park’s eastern border and the main highway that bisects the reserve east to west through
the center of the Reserve (Figure 2). I selected three of the ejidos – La Verdad, Nueva Esperanza,
and El Futuro3 – as case study communities in which to spend extensive time carrying out
research. These villages represented a range of women’s collective action, from fairly minimal to
unusually extensive, and are best characterized as mestizo, the dominant ethnic identity in this
region.4 The research, framed by FPE, covered broad issues on gendered access to and control
over resources, particularly land, the gendered division of agricultural labor and decision
making, and community and household gender relations. During a 12-month period of time, I
lived with my husband and two-year-old son in one of the non-case-study communities,
interacting with NGO and state agency personnel.
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2 The larger study area and
a the Calak
kmul Biosphhere Reservee.
Figure 2.

In
I the three case
c
study ejjidos, I carrieed out semi--structured innterviews with women ffrom
100 rand
domly selecteed household
ds, stratified
d by communnity and by pparticipationn in a womenn’s
CBO. Th
hese interview
ws lasted fro
om one to th
hree hours, ddepending onn both the wooman’s interrest
and the to
opics I wished to pursuee with her. Th
hese intervieews provided me with ann underlyingg
insight in
nto gendered
d farming and gender relations in theese particularr villages, frrom the
perspectiives of the women
w
themsselves, and I report on thhese intervieews elsewherre (e.g. Radeel
2005, 2011, 2012). More
M
specificcally german
ne to my purrposes here, I carried outt various
activitiess with the fiv
ve women’s agricultural CBOs active in the three villages annd present reesults
5
from four of these CB
BOs in this article.
a
These four CBO
Os were orgaanized underr different legal
frameworks for colleective action in Mexico’ss rural comm
munities: Thrree were uniidades agro-industria
ales de la muj
ujer (women’s agro-indu
ustrial units, or UAIMs) and one wass a sociedad
productivva rural (pro
oductive ruraal society). I regularly atttended the m
meetings of tthese CBOs over
the coursse of a year, participated in group acttivities, and accompanieed the womeen to group ffields.
I also eng
gaged in info
ormal conveersations, interviewed thee leaders exttensively,6 aand organizedd
activitiess based on my
m own trainiing and expeerience in paarticipatory rrural appraissal (PRA).7 T
The
results off two PRA-liike activitiess (described in more detaail below) foorm the prim
mary basis off this
article.
PRA evolved
d in part out of
o the 1970ss and 80s praactice of rapiid rural apprraisal, an
approach
h designed to
o enable development fieeld practitionners to quickkly elicit info
formation andd
7
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knowledge from rural inhabitants (Chambers 1994b). The shift to participatory, as opposed to
rapid, rural appraisal had as its emphasis the active agency of rural inhabitants as co-creators of
knowledge, through activities that also served to inform and empower participants. This
empowerment has been contrasted with other research methods whose primary aim is to extract
information from participants. According to Chambers, PRA as a method of development
practitioner interaction with community residents results in significant reversals: “Modes of
interaction and analysis are reversed from their normal directions in three ways: from individual
to group; from verbal to visual; and from measuring to comparing” (Chambers 1994a, 1263).
These reversals can contribute new and important insights for research. Unfortunately, the use of
PRA in academic research, such as presented in this article, does not hold true to the primary
intentions of PRA – catalyzing action for change. For this reason, I refer here to my methods as
PRA-like activities. Nonetheless, translating the results of the activities in which I and the
women engaged into scholarly insight does not preclude the facilitation of critical learning for
action in the sense put forth by Freire (1986).
I engaged the women in PRA-like activities on various separate occasions.8 For one
activity, we reconstructed the history of the group and its activities over the years since
formation, creating and ordering colored cards and drawings. Input from numerous different
members led to a more complete and accurate collective memory of each group’s history. These
detailed group-created histories are the basis of comparative summary histories I recount below
for each CBO, supplemented with additional information from various interviews, including with
present and former CBO leaders.
In another PRA-like activity, I asked each woman to individually draw a self-portrait,
depicting herself engaged in an activity that she saw as important to who she was as a woman.
To assist the women in understanding what exactly I might mean by this, I drew a picture of
myself holding a clipboard in one hand and toy truck in the other hand. By my side, I drew my
two-year-old son, who was living with me in the field but who did not accompany me to these
meetings or to interviews.9 I then briefly and orally annotated the drawing, explaining how my
dual roles as a researcher and a mother were important in defining who I felt I was as a woman.
My goal in this activity was to gain insight into how the women viewed themselves as women, or
more accurately, to learn how the women would choose to represent themselves to me within the
context of the group. It is important to note that the drawing of the self-portraits was
accompanied by light conversation, frequent sharing among the women of drawings in process,
and considerable laughter. As a result, the drawings are perhaps best viewed as the result of both
an individual and a collective process and the very nature of the drawings reflects some groups’
roles in the women’s re-imagination of individual identities as farmers, within the context of the
CBO and its project activities. The portraits also inevitably include an aspect of responding to
my own sample portrait and of reflecting back the women’s own perceptions of what I wanted
and their desire to provide it to me (both as a friend and potentially influential outsider). This is a
natural outcome of research, whether we ask our “subjects” to draw for us, to speak with us, or to
perform for us. The exchange itself shapes the understanding of both the researcher and the
researched. Keeping these points in mind, we should interpret the women’s self-portraits as
dynamic portrayals, fixing in space and time an identity which is relational and non-fixed.
Remembering theoretical understandings of identities, including socio-environmental identities,
as context-specific and as outcomes of social exchanges and relations leads me to readily
embrace these portraits for both what they are and are not.
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I found it informative to divide the self-portraits drawn by each woman member of the
four CBOs (depicting herself engaged in an activity that she saw as important to who she was as
a woman) into two categories: those that conformed to dominant gender role ideology and those
that transgressed it. In many of the CBOs, a majority of women drew themselves carrying out
“female” labor tasks, such as feeding fowl just outside the home, fetching water for cooking and
cleaning, and caring for children. These drawings represent a depiction of women’s identity in
line with and reinforcing the dominant gender ideology. There is a clear emphasis on
reproductive labor, and any depiction of productive labor10 is restricted to specific spaces: the
house and the home garden that surrounds it. In the second category of drawings, the women
explicitly drew themselves as farmers. One woman depicted herself operating a roto-tiller;11
while other women drew themselves using a machete out in the fields, harvesting Canavalia (a
nitrogen-fixing legume promoted by some of the conservation projects), or engaged in other
field-based labor. The women that completed these drawings did not depict themselves helping
men. They drew themselves as farmers in their own right. These drawings transgress local
gender ideology in which men are defined as farmers and women are defined as housewives and
agricultural helpmates.

The women’s community-based organizations: group histories and self-portraits
The UAIM in La Verdad
The UAIM is an institutional framework for women’s collective organization, labor, and land
access created under Mexico’s agricultural reform laws and the ejidal structure (Arizpe and
Botey 1987, Zapata 1996). Beginning in 1971, every ejido was required to set aside a parcel of
ejidal land for use by women organized into a UAIM (although some ejidos in the study region
did not comply until over a decade later). The UAIM in La Verdad in 2002 was a second
iteration of the group. In the mid-1980s, women in the ejido formed a UAIM and received
financial support to cultivate maize and beans on the almost 20-hectare UAIM parcel that lies at
the edge of town. Interviewed residents report that this first attempt at women’s collective
organization and cultivation failed after the first year, primarily due to a lack of support within
households and within the village.
In 1992, the UAIM re-formed and re-cleared the parcel. The second formation of the
UAIM came about as the result of encouragement by the male ejidal leadership, particularly
encouragement from one wealthy farmer well connected to local government and to local
representation of the state. He called a community meeting and informed the wives of
ejidatarios12 of an opportunity to receive fruit (citrus and non-citrus) and hardwood (cedar and
mahogany) tree seedlings for planting on the abandoned UAIM parcel. The La Verdad UAIM
thus re-formed, with the approval and support of men, to take advantage of a specific opportunity
to gain access to resources, the seedlings, and improve the productive value of the UAIM parcel.
Families interested in participating contributed labor, primarily male, to re-clear the parcel of
secondary growth. Then the ejidal assembly13divided the parcel into 19 one-hectare plots and
allocated these to 19 women. The initial tree-planting project was followed throughout the 1990s
with additional projects, resulting in significant inflow of both materials and cash. In addition to
receiving many more tree seedlings, the group received a roto-tiller, built a house for meetings
and workshops, received a project to make and apply organic fertilizer, and received various
payments for labor on their plots (for tree maintenance, for example). By 2002, more than 14
9
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organizattions had wo
orked with an
nd supported
d the UAIM
M since its forrmation. Froom the beginnning,
La Verdaad residents and leaders constructed the UAIM aas a medium
m for externall-benefit flow
ws to
individuaal household
ds, leading to
o conflicts ov
ver the distriibution of thhese benefitss and a
politicizaation of partiicipation.
Critical
C
in ach
hieving thesee project ben
nefit flows w
was the role of a woman agronomist,,
who initiiated activities with the UAIM
U
in 1994. The agroonomist’s paarticipation w
with the UAIIM,
first as a environmen
ntal educatorr with Pronattura Peninsuula Yucatán ((a regional eenvironmental
NGO) an
nd then as a MacArthur
M
Fellow,
F
lasteed roughly siix years andd focused on two areas: ssoil
improvem
ment of the UAIM
U
parceel and the “personal deveelopment” of the UAIM women. Thhis
personal developmen
nt took the fo
orm of numeerous meetinngs and workkshops on w
what is locallyy
referred to
t as autoesttima (self-essteem), in wh
hich the agroonomist attem
mpted to adddress percepptions
of genderred self-worrth and abilitties, as well as
a intra-houssehold gendder relations, including
domesticc abuse. The agronomist shared with me that menn within the ejido initiallly resisted hher
work witth the women
n, but that th
his resistancee dissipated as direct houusehold benefit in the foorm
of projecct cash and goods
g
becam
me more appaarent.
During
D
my fieeld work perriod, rumorss floated thatt the men hadd taken overr control of tthe
UAIM paarcel in La Verdad.
V
Som
me agriculturaal activities had been traansferred froom the parceels of
the male ejidatarios to
t the one-heectare UAIM
M plots, and kknowledge oof these laboor transfers ffed
the rumo
ors. My interv
views uncov
vered that so
ome men hadd transferredd the majorityy of their labbor to
the UAIM
M plots becaause the plots were much
h closer and easier to reaach than theiir 20-hectaree
ejidal parrcels, and oth
hers had don
ne so becausse of perceivved greater reeturns to labbor on the UA
AIM
plots. In addition, som
me UAIM plots had alw
ways been unnder the conttrol of men, w
with the hussband
or father controlling both land-usse decisions for and beneefits from thhe land (Radeel 2005). It iis
telling th
hat these malle-controlled
d UAIM plotts are referennced within tthe village bby the man’ss
name as opposed to by
b the womaan’s name. This
T naming reflects the range of intrra-householdd
gender reelations arou
und the UAIM
M parcel and
d project bennefits withinn La Verdad..
For their self--portraits, th
he women weere fairly eveenly dividedd between thhose who dreew
themselv
ves engaged in household
d tasks comm
monly carrieed out by woomen (five caases) (e.g. Figure
3), and th
hose who dreew themselv
ves engaged in farming ttasks on theirr UAIM parrcels (six casses)
(e.g. Figu
ure 4). This diversity
d
app
pears to reprresent well thhe diversity among wom
men within thhe
village, th
heir relative positions within
w
their ho
ouseholds, aand the contrradictory hisstory of the
UAIM itself encompassing both a prolonged
d effort by thhe outside aggronomist to transform
women’ss positions within
w
househ
holds and the village andd the role off particular m
men in the hiistory
of the gro
oup and in th
he control off a number of
o individuall UAIM plotts.

Figure 3. Self-portraait of a memb
ber the La Verdad
V
UAIM
M: Sweepingg the yard.
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4 Self-portraait of a memb
ber the La Verdad
V
UAIM
M: Working on the UAIM
M plot,
Figure 4.
accompaanied by daug
ghter. Note the
t machete and tree trim
mming toolss, the growinng tree and
annual crrops, and thee unplanted tree
t seedling
g.

The UAIIM in El Futturo
The UAIIM in El Futu
uro has a qu
uite different history from
m the UAIM
M in La Verdaad. This UA
AIM
was form
med around 1983,
1
after a woman cam
me across infformation abbout UAIMs in a book heer
husband had borroweed from frien
nds at the Seecretariat of Agriculturall Reform. Thhis woman
organized
d a group off 32 other wo
omen, petitio
oned the ejiddal assemblyy for land, annd received 220
hectares. From the sttart, the wom
men lacked widespread
w
m
male supportt within the vvillage. The
women cleared
c
all 20
0 hectares on
n their own and
a began cuultivating chhili and maizze on aroundd five
of these. They intend
ded to plant the
t remainin
ng parcel in ppasture and hhad arrangedd to receive
credit forr fencing and
d 100 ewes. They also orrganized villlage dances and parties tto raise monney
for their group. In refflecting on th
his early perriod of the U
UAIM’s histoory, the founnder and firstt
m that many
y people in town did nott support them
m in their acctivities, sayying
presidentt related to me
that they were acting
g like they wa
anted to be men.
m By 19886, serious coonflict within the ejido
forced th
he resignation
n of the CBO
O leaders, in
ncluding the president. T
The bank deaal for the fenncing
and sheep
p fell throug
gh, and wom
men dropped out of the grroup.
Following thee conflict, th
he UAIM div
vided up the parcel and ccontinued to operate onlyy
y
When
n the UAIM began
b
receivving direct state cash traansfers in 19993,
nominallly for many years.
14
4
through Procampo,
P
a new group
p of women argued that they shouldd be allowed to join the
UAIM in
n order to gain access to these paymeents. UAIM membershipp fluctuated, but by 20022 the
UAIM haad 18 memb
bers, with eacch member allotted
a
one hectare. Moost women, oor their husbaands,
were cleaaring their pllots each yeaar, as this waas a stipulatiion for receiiving Procam
mpo payments,
but many
y did not botther to cultiv
vate their plo
ots. In some hhouseholds – mainly thoose with no oother
land or an
n ejidal parccel far from the
t village – the men reggularly plantted the hectaare UAIM pllot
with chili. A few other men had planted
p
papaaya trees in ssome UAIM
M plots, and tthey activelyy
maintained them.
The
T El Futuro
o UAIM beg
gan through strong
s
local women’s innitiative and collective
organizattion. Over a short period
d of time, however, the C
CBO suffered problems of internal aand
village co
onflict that the memberss were unable to surmounnt. Subsequeently, UAIM
M members ffailed
to securee any substan
ntial flows off project reso
ources. By 22002, the grooup resembleed many othher
UAIMs throughout
t
th
he Calakmull region: Thee parcel as a whole was ostensibly ccleared annuaally
to securee transfer pay
yments, but cultivation
c
of
o UAIM lannd was limiteed to a smalll subset of thhe
memberss, and collecttive livelihood efforts were
w plagued by numerouus group andd village
11
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conflicts. In addition, a number of
o men activeely and opennly farmed thhe UAIM paarcel. When the
o UAIM wom
men drew th
heir self-porttraits, all the women (eigght were present for the
El Futuro
activity) drew themseelves engageed in traditio
onally femalee tasks (e.g. Figure 5), aand not one
woman drew
d
a picturre of herself as a farmer,, working onn “her” UAIM
M land.

Figure 5.
5 Self-portraait of a memb
ber the El Fu
uturo UAIM
M: Fetching w
water for coooking and
cleaning..

The UAIIM in Nueva
a Esperanza
a
Nueva Essperanza also has a UAIIM, along wiith two otherr women’s C
CBOs. The U
UAIM was
formed around
a
1980,, when employees of thee Secretariat of Agricultuural Reform arrived withh the
specific goal
g of supporting the esstablishmentt of a UAIM . Prior to thaat point, few
w women reaalized
that the ejidal
e
assemb
bly had alreaady designatted a 20-hecttare parcel fo
for that purpoose, as requiired
under agrricultural refform law. Liittle group acctivity occurrred throughh the 1980s, aand in 1990 the
women divided
d
the UAIM
U
parcell into half-heectare plots ffor individuaal cultivationn. In 1995,
UAIM leeaders enrollled the UAIM
M parcel in the
t Procamppo program. T
The receipt of Procampoo
paymentss increased interest
i
in UA
AIM membeership, leadiing the wom
men to furtherr divide the lland.
In 2002, around 60 members
m
had
d access to 0.375 hectarees each, and most membeers receivedd
approxim
mately $250 pesos
p
each per
p year thro
ough Procam
mpo. This payyment appeaared to be the
primary motivation
m
for
f the contin
nued existen
nce of the CB
BO, and interviewed UA
AIM memberrs felt
that they had achieveed “nothing”” as a group. Of the 15 w
women who participatedd in the selfportrait activity,
a
14 drew
d
themsellves engaged
d in traditionnally female tasks (e.g. F
Figure 6).

Figure 6.
6 Self-portraait of a memb
ber the Nuev
va Esperanzaa UAIM: Feeeding fowl ooutside the
home.
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ming Womeen for Sustaiinable Devellopment” in
n Nueva Espperanza
The “Socciety of Farm
A membeer of the Nueva Esperan
nza UAIM was
w required tto relinquishh UAIM mem
mbership whhen
her husbaand abandon
ned her and the
t ejidal asssembly votedd to transferr his ejidal laand right to hher
(to be held by her forr her eldest son).
s
In 1997
7, she forme d a new wom
men’s CBO.. She began bby
inviting participation
p
n of all other ejidatarias (women hollding ejidal lland rights inn their own
names), as
a well as a number
n
of frriends and neighbors (m
many of who came from hhouseholds
without land
l
rights). The group founder
f
statees that she sttarted the grooup so that w
women, as w
well
as men, could
c
get acccess to projeect resourcess. She believed that the eejidatario meen were leaving
the ejidattaria women
n out of vario
ous financiall supports floowing into thhe ejido: “…
…the ejidatarrios
said no…
… the projectt supports co
oming into th
he communitty are for meen…althouggh we womenn
need to work.”
w
By 20
002, this CBO had receiv
ved a series of project suupports from
m various
organizattions, includ
ding many co
onservation-oriented onees.
In
nitially, the women
w
begaan collectively working lland, plantinng trees, and raising sheeep on
land borrrowed from one
o of the grroup’s memb
ber ejidatari as, with cashh and materiial support fr
from
the Secreetariat of Rurral Developm
ment’s Wom
men in Solidaarity program
m. The borroowed land
arrangem
ment led to so
ome internall conflicts an
nd a sense off insecurity oon the part oof the membeers
who did not
n own the land. So, in 1999, the women
w
formaalized their ggroup as a ruural society aand a
number contributed
c
to
t the purchaase of a 10-h
hectare parceel. The wom
men named thheir group
“Socieda
ad Mujeres Campesinas
C
para
p
el Desa
arrollo Sosteenible” (“Soociety of Farm
ming Womeen for
Sustainab
ble Developm
ment”). At this
t point, du
ue to a lack of the financcial means too participatee in
the land purchase,
p
so
ome women left the CBO
O and others remained inn the group, but without
participattion in the su
ubsequent laand cultivatio
on. The wom
men mechannized five of the 10 hectaares
for the co
ollective culttivation of chili. On the remaining fi
five hectares they cultivaated maize annd
beans. Th
hey recounteed to me the difficult perriod of initiaal land cleariing and recallled the derission
they faceed in the villaage when they first begaan doing thiss and other ““male” farmiing tasks. Byy
2002, witth the financcial assistancce of variouss entities inccluding conseervation NG
GOs, they hadd
purchased a roto-tilleer, which theey used to prrepare the sooil on the meechanized poortion of theiir
parcel. A few of the women
w
used
d this machin
ne themselvees, connectinng to their seense of
themselv
ves as farmerrs (Figure 7), but often th
he women hhired and suppervise male relatives to
operate itt.

7 Self-portraait of a memb
ber of the So
ociety of Farrming Womeen for Sustaiinable
Figure 7.
Developm
ment in Nueva Esperanzza: Operating
g the roto-tilller.
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The
T group acttively sough
ht opportunitties to engagge with conseervation projjects, for
example,, regularly pllanting the leegumes “nesscafé” (Mucuuna prurienss) or Canavaalia on theirr
parcel an
nd receiving labor paymeents and seed
ds from the S
Secretariat oof the Enviroonment. By 22002,
the Socieety of Farmin
ng Women had
h accessed
d successfullly an almost continuous flow of
conservaation-oriented
d project fun
nds and was relatively w
well known thhroughout thhe region. Thhey
had just initiated
i
a reelationship with
w La Naturaleza Comppartida (a sm
mall local ennvironmental
NGO), which
w
facilitaated their recceipt of conssiderable prooject funds (aapproximateely US$25,0000)
from the United Natiions Develop
pment Progrram and the G
Global Enviironment Faccility.
Unsurpriisingly, this financial
f
succcess and thee inflow of pproject resouurces bred jealousy withiin the
ejido and
d led to confr
frontations beetween the CBO
C
presideent and the m
male ejidatarrios over conntrol
of extern
nal funds receeived by thee women. Th
he group maiintained its iindependencce from the eejidal
assembly
y, however, at
a least in paart due to theeir connectioons to importtant outside organizationnal
actors – connections
c
established through theiir project parrticipation.
The
T strong female leadersship and goaals behind thhe formation of the groupp, with an
emphasiss on accessin
ng resources for women, and the diviision in the bbackground of the membbers
(women already with
h land in theiir own namee and womenn from primaarily landlesss householdds)
are refleccted in the reesults of the drawing activity: 11 woomen drew thhemselves ass farmers (e..g.
Figures 7 and 8), whiile eight did not. Group efforts to foster collectivve identities as farmers aare
reflected in the group
p’s name and
d in their reg
gular trips toogether to car
arry out colleective farm labor
l
Cultivaation decisio
ons are madee together as women, durring group m
meetings, witth
on their land.
few to no
o men presen
nt.

8 Self-portraait of a memb
ber of the So
ociety of Farrming Womeen for Sustaiinable
Figure 8.
Developm
ment in Nueva Esperanzza: Harvestin
ng Canavaliaa.

Becomin
ng farmers
use in Calakkmul to be a farmer is to have a rightt to
Who quaalifies as a faarmer is important, becau
land and a right to go
overnment asssistance forr farmers. Foorests are vieewed as placces of work
(Murphy
y 1998) – meen’s work – and
a working
g land is the uultimate soccio-cultural cclaim to righhts
over that land (Haenn
n 1999). In Mexico,
M
to farm
fa is to havve a right to land. More recently, as
discussed
d earlier, beiing a farmer in Calakmu
ul also carriedd a “right” too conservatiion project
resourcess. Women’s CBOs asserrted claims to
o both land aand project bbenefits by ttransgressingg
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local gender norms, and gendered expectations of who is a farmer and who is not. The selfportraits of women as farmers in their own right depict an aspect of group socio-environmental
identity which was configured in terms of productive labor and which had clear livelihood
implications.
Two of the four women’s CBOs discussed here – the “Society of Farming Women for
Sustainable Development” in Nueva Esperanza and the UAIM in La Verdad – participated in
many different conservation projects over the last decade, while the other two did not. These two
CBOs also had an element in their histories as groups which emphasized a transformation of
village gender relations. Perhaps not surprisingly then, these two CBOs had a relatively high
proportion of the transformative drawings of women as farmers; while the other two groups had
a much higher proportion of drawings conforming to dominant gender ideology. Some degree of
reinforcing dynamic likely developed for the two CBOs, as group members were increasingly
likely to see themselves as farmers as a result of project activities, and in turn increasingly laid
claim to projects and land successfully under these terms. Yet even in these two CBOs,
numerous women drew themselves engaged in more traditionally female tasks, pointing to the
lack of homogeneity within the CBOs due to differences among the women members and their
respective positions within their own households and within the village.
Nonetheless, as collectives these two CBOs differ in a meaningful way from the other
two case-study CBOs. The “Society of Farming Women for Sustainable Development” in Nueva
Esperanza and the UAIM in La Verdad provide illuminating cases for an exploration of how
women might strategically construct and represent their socio-environmental identities, or their
relationships to natural resources (land) through social roles (farmers). Via the mechanism of
collective action, this construction and representation occurred as an integral part of accessing
conservation project resources available to farmers in the region. Women’s participation in
farmer-oriented conservation projects facilitated access to and the mobilization of different types
of capital, by providing project money and materials (such as trees and seeds), legitimizing
access as women and families to land, and tapping into a growing local conservation network.
However, as the group histories illustrate, the participation of the women’s CBOs in the projects
and the right of women to the associated livelihood benefits remained highly contested within the
villages.
This right also remained highly contested within households, or contingent to the
outcomes of intra-household negotiations. As a generalization, women’s groups across Calakmul
accessed project capital during this time period on behalf of households – households which in
turn embodied a range of intra-household gender and age relations. Women’s participation in the
projects, and what then happened to the capital accessed, was subject to negotiations between
men and women15 within households. I report elsewhere on the intra-household divisions of
decision-making control over these resources (Radel 2005, 2012).
At both the village and household levels, women’s CBO participation reflected the
realities of gendered constraints and opportunities for both women and men. In Calakmul, one of
the highly gendered constraints was the distribution of land and land-control. Land was largely
controlled by men, with men holding 90% of the ejidal land rights and dominating household
land-use decision making (Radel 2005); yet access to land was necessary for participation in the
conservation projects. Although women’s group land was ostensibly under the control of the
member women, effective control – defined in terms of decision-making control and rights to
crop and tree products – did not necessarily accompany the land’s status as women’s CBO land.
The situation with the UAIM land and its use in El Futuro exemplified this reality. The right of
15
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the group and of the individual women to that land needed to be legitimized within the eyes of
the village and its male leaders. Conservation project participation could provide this legitimacy
and could also provide the necessary inputs to cultivate that land. At the same time, a lack of
effective control over the UAIM parcel may have hindered the women’s ability to secure a
conservation project for that land.
In the cases when women’s CBOs did secure conservation projects, group members
experienced an increase in livelihood assets in general. Project participation increased and
legitimized women’s access to and control over land16 in the ejidos, provided women with
financial and material capital like roto-tillers and tree seedlings, and also resulted in payments
for labor in the field (planting soil-improvement crops like Canavalia). Projects also expanded
and qualitatively changed participating women’s social networks, both through the women’s
CBO activities and through groups’ growing linkages outside the communities to a wider
conservation and government network.
Although it has been true overall that securing conservation projects led to material
benefits for the women, a high amount of variation occurred among the different CBOs and
among the members of any given CBO. Some CBOs were very successful in both getting and
then leveraging projects; while others were much less successful. One explanation for success in
securing multiple projects is that conservation staff like to bet on winners, so to speak: that is,
established community groups, with established project track records, attract additional project
support. Haenn (2005), with research in similar ejidos surrounding the Calakmul Biosphere
Reserve, notes the contradiction that this created for groups approaching conservation projects as
livelihood activities: Groups had to demonstrate success and simultaneously demonstrate
ongoing need. However, “success bred success” in this case precisely because the women
became farmers in the process, solidifying their right to project resources.
What does this tell us about livelihoods as gendered in Calakmul? It is particularly
illuminating that group activities for two women’s CBOs were always about more than asset
improvements for households. Through key actions by either their leader (in the case of the
“Society of Farming Women”) or an outside facilitator (in the case of the La Verdad UAIM), the
women members began developing a group identity which was explicitly both gendered and
environmental. In the example of the “Society of Farming Women for Sustainable
Development,” the women even chose a name to reinforce this collective gendered, socioenvironmental identity of farmer. In both cases, the women engaged in activities that included
the goal of transforming what it means to be a farmer in their village. Identities of women as
farmers challenge and potentially transform broader patterns of access to resources for farming
livelihoods. The connection of socio-environmental identities to land and project benefits links
ideology with material outcomes in the rural Latin American landscape.

Conclusions
Linked ideological and material aspects of agency are particularly important to our
understanding of the collective action of rural women in the research I present here. Active
identity construction, or how the women represented themselves within the spaces of the CBOs
and the conservation projects, is central to this agency. Geographers and others have advocated
the analytical inclusion of identity in working to understand resource claims and struggles,
including claims by women, partly as a means to balance agency and structure considerations.
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Jackson (1998, 317), for example, has argued that strictly materialist approaches can ignore the
agency of people: “Understanding, and unsettling, processes of power and exclusion that
disadvantage women require attention to struggles over meaning as much as struggles over
resources.” Arguably, this theme linking the ideological and the material in livelihood strategies
is still emerging within political ecology theory, and FPE has much to offer in this effort.
This study stands as one response to calls such as the one put forth by Oberhauser,
Mandel and Hapke (2004) – as an effort to better empirically ground our understanding of
transformative struggles as livelihood strategies reshaping identities, lives, and relationships in
an interaction with dominant gender ideology. In this article I seek to contribute to our
understanding of how livelihoods are gendered and the role gender plays in changing livelihood
strategies in rural communities of the Global South. How can this case study of women’s
participation in conservation projects in Calakmul help us in thinking about livelihoods as
gendered? Stepping out of the still-dominant household unit of analysis is necessary for
achieving an understanding of livelihoods as gendered. One way to achieve this is to switch
focus to other social units, such as CBOs, with explicitly gendered activities. Redefining the unit
of analysis from the household to a social actor like a women’s CBO can forefront the agency
possible in transforming or even disrupting cultural symbols and identities, as well as the
potential power of this activity in livelihood struggles.
The examination of women’s CBOs in Calakmul and their activities can assist us in
understanding livelihoods as gendered. Thinking about transformative struggles to reshape
identities, lives, and relationships requires thinking about how identity is produced (Sundberg
2004), performed (Butler 1990), and strategically deployed (Rocheleau and Radel 1999).
Individuals and groups reshape, negotiate, and represent their identities as parts of livelihood
strategies. Socio-environmental identities have been prominent in these efforts, due to the
centrality of environmental resources (or natural capital) to many people’s livelihoods,
particularly in the rural Global South. In turn, the role of gendered ideology in livelihood
production highlights the potential limitations of utilizing a capital assets framework alone for
understanding gendered livelihoods. The reshaping of gendered socio-environmental identities
can form a key component to individuals’ livelihood strategies. Thus livelihoods include
struggles to transform or disrupt ideologies, including gender ideologies. And in this manner,
gender becomes central to livelihood struggles.
Geographers, and political ecologists more specifically, need to better understand the
links between socio-environmental identities on the one hand, and resource access and livelihood
struggles on the other. These links are more complicated than either natural convergences
between conservation and (in this case) women’s gender interests or simple strategic identity
deployments for materialist goals (Brosius 1999; Rocheleau and Radel 1999). As such, the case
study presented here constitutes important additional empirical work on these linkages, as well as
on the role of conservation in changing gender relations. The case also further refines an aspect
of the FPE framework and contributes to our overall understanding of gendered humanenvironment relations, their linked material and ideological outcomes, and the nature of rural
women’s agency within such relations.
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Notes
1 . I use the notion of gender ideology to refer to structures of power operating through systems of
signification, by which attitudes regarding appropriate roles, rights, and responsibilities of women
versus men are communicated and enforced. More simply put, I use gender ideology to refer to an
idealized vision of gender relations and norms (Silvey 2000), which is always and necessarily
associated with relations of power.
2 . I employ the concept of identity to refer to the dual construction of the individual both in terms of the
individual’s sense of self and in terms of the labeling of the individual by others or by society.
Identities should be thought of as shifting, contingent, and relational (Harding 1998; Haraway 1991),
and are both constructed and performed through ordinary, daily practices (Butler 1990; McDowell
1995).
3. I have changed the names of the ejidos to protect the anonymity of the residents.
4. Some villages in the region can be characterized as primarily indigenous (e.g. Chol Maya) or as
mixed, but the majority of villages are best characterized as non-indigenous, or mestizo (a term
referring to the mixed descendants of Hispanic colonizers and native populations, and inferring a
status of participation in the dominant national Mexican ethnic identity).
5 . I have chosen not to include results from one CBO in the interests of article length and based on a
judgment that including this group would add little to my arguments here.
6. I also interviewed numerous CBO members as a part of the 100-household interviews described
above.
7. I gained experience with PRA techniques through a previous vocation as a community development
worker in Colombia.
8. I present the results of two of these activities here. In a third activity, which I do not present here, I
asked the women to draw a picture of their CBO land, including crops cultivated and other land uses.
I asked them to do this twice – first for the plot of land as it currently was and second for how they
would like the plot to look five years from now. For CBOs that collectively cultivated their land, the
women drew these two pictures together as a group. For CBOs that had sub-divided their land into
small individual plots, the women drew their pictures independently.
9. My son did accompany me to each community on various occasions. As a result, most of the women
had previously met my son.
10. The dichotomization of productive and reproductive labor is analytically problematic (Sachs 1996),
but I use the distinction here in line with its construction within the dominant gender ideology in
order to emphasize the role of the drawings in transgressing that ideology or not.
11. A roto-tiller is also known as a rotary cultivator.
12. Ejidatarios are formal member of the ejido, with associated rights (including land rights), and are
primarily men.
13. The ejidal assembly is the local governing body for the ejido and is made up of all ejidatarios.
14. Procampo was a federal program to pay farmers for the cultivation of certain crops, as part of an
effort to ease the pain of neoliberal adjustments required under the North American Free Trade Act
implemented in 1994.
15 . Participation was also subject to negotiations among women. For many women, participation in the
CBO required another woman (often a daughter, mother, or mother-in-law) to substitute her labor for
the labor of the CBO member (allowing the member to attend meetings and work the CBO land).
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16. I employ a quantitative approach to examine outcomes of land access and control in two previously
published articles (Radel 2005, 2012).
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